3 It provides one of the clearest * The author wishes to thank Janet Dickinson, Michael Questier, Malcolm Smuts and this journal's referees for comments on earlier drafts of this article. I am also grateful to the British Library for permission to publish this transcript.
examples yet found of the political use of drama in royal entertainments; the political context of this entertainment, combined with the fragments of information we have about the participants (and the absentees), gives a remarkably vivid sense of how court festivals and hospitality could be used for deeply sensitive political ends.
The document takes the form of a personal letter from Sir Edward Clere (1536-1606) of Blickling to Bassingbourne Gawdy (d. 1590) of West Harling, two wealthy and prominent members of the Norfolk gentry elite. Clere was probably the wealthiest gentleman in Norfolk and very well-connected: he was a second cousin of the queen through the Boleyns and part of the great clientage network of the 4th duke of Norfolk, executed in 1572. He was primarily a 'country' figure, an active local governor who served twice as sheriff and later as deputy lieutenant. He also kept close relations with London, however; he owned a house in Holborn and had some standing at court, being one of very few county gentry to regularly exchange New Year's gifts with the queen. In 1578, he was knighted at Norwich and a few days later entertained the queen and court at his house at Thetford. 4 The recipient, Bassingbourne Gawdy, was another leading Norfolk gentlemen and county official; in 1579 he was serving as sheriff of the county.
As a young man, however, he had been a courtier, and he maintained links with the court, not least through his son Philip's newsletters. 5 Hassell Smith placed Clere and Gawdy on opposite sides of the factional divide which, he argued, split Elizabethan Norfolk, with Gawdy identified with the godly 'country' group and Clere with the more conservative 'court' party. This letter, however, clearly demonstrates cordial personal relations as well as collaboration in local affairs, and there is other evidence of their friendship. London, 1906) . HMC Gawdy, p. 14. 6 Smith, County and court, ch. 8; their friendship: ib., pp. 160-1; HMC Gawdy, pp. 12-13.
September 1579, Elizabeth made a short, late progress into Essex; although the evidence does not allow of complete certainty, the visit to New Hall probably took place on 17 and 18
September, with Clere's letter written a few days later on 22 September.
I
Before turning to these events, some political background is called for. The question of Elizabeth's marriage had of course been prominent from the very beginning of her reign, and throughout the intervening two decades. The duke of Anjou (formerly known as duke of Alençon) had certainly been one of the more plausible candidates, and the prospect of a marriage had been on the table since mid-1572, without being pursued very actively; Elizabeth, in Susan Doran's words, 'used matrimony simply as a diplomatic tool' in this period. 8 Negotiations resumed more seriously in May 1578, mainly owing to the demands of foreign policy, specifically the English desire to support the Dutch rebels in their war for independence against Philip II of Spain, whilst avoiding open warfare. As an ambitious free agent, Anjou had already intervened on behalf of the Dutch, and perhaps hoped ultimately to win a throne for himself. If he succeeded, the outcome could be a Catholic-dominated regime in the Netherlands, or even a French acquisition of some or all of the territory; either would be problematic for England. The marriage, therefore, could be used to maintain English influence over Anjou, even to use him as and at New Hall the political world was still reeling from the controversy; Elizabeth was furious.
The book was banned by a royal proclamation issued five days after Clere's letter was written.
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II
The autumn of 1579, therefore, saw the debate at its height, with a good deal of momentum in favour of the match but heavyweight opposition also building. This brings us to events at New
Hall. New Hall, also known as the Palace of Beaulieu, had belonged to both Henry VIII and the Indeed, earlier in September, Anjou had himself written to Sussex, expressing his attachment to the queen.
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Sussex is remembered primarily as a military and political figure, but he had a genuine interest in drama: he maintained a company of players, 'one of the most long-lived of the theatrical organizations of Elizabeth's time', which regularly performed at court, and as Lord
Chamberlain he took an active part in organising court revels. 36 He also commissioned drama: in 1566, his sister's wedding at his Bermondsey house featured a masque-oration which 'celebrated in verse the superiority of marriage over chastity', written by Thomas Pound, a relative of Sussex. 37 Since Elizabeth was present, this has been interpreted as a piece of counsel to her, 32 which, like the New Hall entertainment, 'coerces Elizabeth with superior "Olympian" authority'.
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The 1579 entertainment echoed this theme. According to Clere's description, Elizabeth was greeted on her arrival at New Hall by her host and other noblemen (a point to which we shall return). The queen was escorted through the normal processional route of sixteenth-century palaces, though the courtyard, 39 the great hall and successive chambers of the state apartments, accompanied by music throughout.
The central part of the entertainment, however, took place early on, 'at the cumming towardes the hall', presumably in the courtyard, where a stage had been erected. Clere's account appears not to follow a clear chronological order here, and his description is ambiguous in several places, making it difficult to offer a clear interpretation of the drama. The apparently very straightforward plot suggests that it was relatively short, which was no doubt appropriate for an audience weary from travelling.
Elizabeth was greeted by sound effects representing a great thunderstorm, whereupon
Jupiter appeared to explain the disturbances in the heavens, which were caused by the arrival of the queen, a person who was godlike or almost godlike herself. He therefore consulted with his fellow gods as to whether they should accept her into the divine realm or not, but it was eventually decided that the queen should remain 'in earth'. Although Clere does not make it entirely clear how (being less interested in the drama as literature or spectacle than in its political import), this was steered round to encouraging the queen to 'admitte siche a matrimoniall conviction as were meete' -that is, marry. this sense, it could have been performed at any point in the first twenty years of the reign. One sensitive issue it did touch upon, however, was the queen's well-being, and particularly her health. Elizabeth was then a woman of 46, and there was widespread concern that the physical demands of marriage, and especially childbirth, could be dangerous or even fatal. Jupiter's assurance that Elizabeth 'sholld find all the divine powers bent to make it fortunate', that the gods would guarantee her a safe and successful marriage, raises the intriguing speculation that it might reflect Sussex's personal knowledge of the queen's concerns. This is a point he had dealt with before, assuring Elizabeth in 1578 that 'it is also moste lykly, & a mattr certenly to be expected, that yf God wyll enclyne your hart to marryage, he will also blysse you with chyldren'.
43
It also adds weight to historians' beliefs that Elizabeth's initial focus on security issues had given way to more personal interest in Anjou.
This initial drama was of course simply the first phase of the New Hall entertainments, as
Clere goes on to describe. The next day the queen was entertained with conventional progress activities, involving tilting, hunting and the presentation of gifts. Finally, we read about a slightly cryptic episode with a maiden. This introduces a second entertainment featuring an enchanted knight who could only be released by water sprinkled by a virgin queen. This is curious, since it seems to undermine the previous day's entertainment by highlighting the queen's virginity. The most obvious way to explain this would be to identify the knight with Anjou: his predicament may suggest that he was enchanted with love for Elizabeth, and that he would obtain release by marrying; or alternatively that he needed the Virgin Queen to empower him to embark on military feats. In either case, the virginal status of the queen made her an appealing bride rather than a permanent spinster, and her sprinkling of water suggests a powerful, perhaps even quasipriestly function.
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The dramatic performance proper was only part of a much wider tableau played out by the host and his guests, however; there were other messages here, the importance of which is shown This statement of conservative support for Elizabeth's desire to marry Anjou was all the more powerful since it effectively dealt with the key problem with the marriage, which was not the foreign policy implications or the suitor himself, but the implications for domestic policy, and especially for Elizabeth's government as presently constituted. As we have seen, opinion in the council was moving against the marriage. Elizabeth would soon learn this, but she must have guessed it already, and her relations with some councillors became highly strained.
Indeed, Sussex must have known this too, and his demonstration at New Hall could be interpreted as telling Elizabeth that, in effect, she had no need of such nay-sayers. If she wanted support to proceed with the marriage, here it was: powerful, well-established nobles, currently excluded from the heart of the regime, but clearly capable of serving. Sussex was not proposing a revolution or palace coup, but perhaps a more balanced regime, centrist and conservative rather than actually Catholic, reminiscent of the composition of the council in the 1560s, when forward add to this? On one level it was a sign of status and wealth, an impressive mark of his respect for the queen. Another point, noted by Doran, is that Elizabeth 'was bound by the rules of hospitality to listen and participate in these offerings'. 54 In this case, indeed, she was an actor in the performance, roped directly into the drama without even being disguised as a classical figure; this was not uncommon in entertainments, but it is perhaps surprising in view of the obvious direct relevance to her. Finally, as we have seen, the attendance of spectators was crucial to the overall effect, something that could best be managed on Sussex's own turf.
A further point about this medium is that it permitted a degree of publicity without forfeiting legitimacy, which to an extent squared a circle in Elizabethan political discourse. In the wake of the Gaping Gulf, the hostile sermons and so on, Elizabeth was especially prickly about public discussion. The anti-Anjou side had mobilised its resources effectively, but at the cost of heavy royal disfavour all round (and in Stubbs's case, the loss of his hand). In large part this was because the anti-Anjou arguments were not what Elizabeth wanted to hear, yet the promiscuously public nature of these attempts to counsel her also offended her. The court, however, was regarded as a private space, so a royal entertainment was an opportunity to publically or semi-publically canvass these matters whilst staying within what the queen viewed as acceptable. As Doran points out, the queen seldom manifested displeasure even at remarkably unsubtle attempts to counsel her in this way, though she knew that she was being directly targeted. During the course of the Gray's Inn masque of 1566, she remarked to the Spanish ambassador that 'this is all against me'. 55 Many entertainments were of course fairly straightforward, even banal, exchanges of submissive pleasantries and generalised pleas for favour, but even those which were not do not seem to have caused offence. Court drama had a certain amount of license to handle sensitive matters; by a proclamation of 1559, 'Interludes'
concerning 'matter of religion or of the governaunce of the estate of the commonweale' were beyond. 60 The extent to which such publications pushed at the limits of acceptability is evident from the excision of descriptions of some courtly events from Holinshed. 61 The New Hall entertainment was not, apparently, published, and nor is there any sign that it was printed or circulated in manuscript, as such entertainments often did (Gabriel Heaton notes that about 30 different Elizabethan entertainments survive in manuscript, most in multiple copies). 62 This may be because the practice of publishing entertainments was not as well established as it became in the 1590s. But it is worth noting that a conservative reply to the Gaping Gulf, a substantial tract by Lord Henry Howard, also went unpublished, although it may well have been intended for publication. 63 It is striking that whilst the anti-Anjou forces appear to have been able and willing to make use of the 'public sphere', of popularity, to advance their cause, the pro-marriage forces were not, and instead seem to have focused primarily on persuading the queen, in the approved, conventional fashion -or else they thought their view was not sufficiently popular in the country to effectually use the weight of public opinion.
IV
Questions of the publicity of New Hall lead to a final issue raised by this document: the dissemination of these events into provincial news networks. This letter casts light on important questions around the news culture of the provincial gentry: how much did they know about events at court; how much of their political significance did they understand; and what did they think of what they heard? These questions, central to any consideration of the impact of news, remain debated. 64 Studies of the publication of royal entertainments have tended to focus on media such as printed texts, 'scribal publication' (the distribution of manuscript copies within a limited circle of acquaintances), or 'separates' (short documents intended to be copied and distributed amongst interested parties for their news value) rather than personal accounts, not least because eyewitness accounts of entertainments, or indeed any sixteenth-century dramatic performances, are so rare. 65 Yet letter's such as Clere's between kin or personal friends, mixing private news and gossip, local affairs and news of more general, national interest, remained the most common vehicle for news in this period. 66 Certainly Clere's letter is unusual in presenting so lengthy a description of a single event, and in that sense it recalls descriptions of entertainments published in letter format, such as Laneham's letter about the 1575 Kenilworth entertainments. This clearly reflects how interesting and impressive an event Clere believed this to be, and his interest is not in the text, the poetry or the drama, but in the political message. The letter includes other business (largely inaccurate news from France and Ireland as well as Norfolk affairs), but it clearly remains a personal letter rather than one written for a more general readership.
What can we say about what Clere thought of events at New Hall? Clere and Gawdy were both of a social level at which some familiarity with affairs of state could be taken for granted; both had sat in Parliament and had friends and relatives at court and in official circles in London.
Gawdy must have been among the best-informed of county gentry, through letters from his son, his half-brother and others; he had already had news from London of 'Monsieur's' expected visit earlier in 1579. 67 They must also have known about the Gaping gulf, not least because of the royal proclamation against it. In line with this, Clere's letter demonstrates a quite sophisticated understanding of events. He makes clear that a significant courtly and political event had taken place, describing the entertainments themselves; he also describes who was involved and implicitly makes clear the position of leading political actors on the matter at hand. Clere may have been dependent on others for his knowledge of events; he refers to 'occurrents' that 'were signified to me', leaving open the question of whether he actually witnessed the events in person.
Either way, it was clearly regarded as a very significant and impressive event, far more so than the thoroughly enjoyable trip on a grand new merchant ship that he describes later in the letter.
The most interesting point, however, may be the circumspection with which Clere expresses 68 It reflects, in fact, the standard approach to publishing entertainments: ceremonies, performances and participants could be described, but political messages could not.
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Whilst the prohibition on political news is understandable with regard to the public print or stage, it is perhaps surprising that a powerful, well-favoured and loyal gentlemen like Clere felt the need to be so careful and to censor himself in a private letter; was he seriously concerned about accusations of sedition or rumour-mongering? The risk of discovery and punishment must have been remote (would letters addressed to the sheriff of Norfolk be opened or censored?).
Yet just seven years before, the duke of Norfolk, Clere's former patron, had been executed for treason. 70 The corollary of this is, as so often, that key information would be communicated orally, as Clere notes in his enigmatic postscript: 'Loke what I leve nat spoken of at Newhall it is like Bradshawe may resolve yow therof' -clearly the bearer had something else of significance to add. Overall, therefore, the letter supports historians' recent claims that those in the localities knew and understood much more than has been supposed about current affairs, even if, as in this case, they were highly coded in their discussion of it. It also demonstrates how elastic the audience for Sussex's entertainment was, expanding from the court outwards, via Clere to Gawdy (plus of course 'this bearer'), and thence, probably, it would spread much more widely, through markets, private visits, local events such as quarter sessions and so on.
V
Whether the events at New Hall had any significant impact on the national debate is doubtful; the fact that the entertainment appears to have left no other mark on the historical record suggest that it may not have done. Sussex's efforts ultimately came to nothing, and Elizabeth remained a virgin queen. It is certainly true that the prospects for the Anjou match continued to fluctuate for some time. Any momentum in favour of the marriage generated by the New Hall entertainment must have been blunted by the council debates of early October, which revealed how few councillors fully supported the match. Yet the forward Protestants were in disarray that autumn: Walsingham was banished from court in October, apparently for reasons connected to the Gaping Gulf. 71 Hatton, although a conservative figure, also found himself in temporary disgrace over his opposition to the marriage. 72 In November, Elizabeth discovered (in circumstances that remain murky) that Leicester had privately married Lettice, the widowed were absent from court until the following January. These setbacks for the anti-Anjou side have been interpreted by John Bossy as a pro-Anjou response to the Gaping Gulf, and by Simon
Adams as an 'attempted overthrow of Leicester'. 74 Nevertheless, the momentum behind the marriage reduced in early 1580; it was largely revived in March, when even Leicester and
Walsingham were reported to be favouring it, but again looked unlikely in May. 75 The match continued to be discussed for some time, virtually until Anjou's death in June 1584, as the international situation continued to look threatening, but it seems to have generated less and less concern within England itself, and certainly nothing on the scale of the Gaping Gulf. 76 Ultimately, the most powerful factor in stopping the marriage seems to have been the lack of support from the council, which both reflected and informed wider opinion in the country. The
New Hall entertainment, and indeed historians' continuing efforts to make sense of the Anjou match more broadly, demonstrates the complexity and sophistication of Elizabethan political culture. As the entertainment underlines, the decision was ultimately the queen's, and not the had joyned in one resolution that they all favouryd the continuance in earth of siche divine nature Therfore meete it were that she that was so divinely enspired sholld assente herin to siche purpose of the gods: And the meane was to admitte siche a matrimoniall conviction as were meete; to the which she sholld find all the divine powers bent to make it fortunate.
The next day Justs were preparid, And Mr Ratclef, 83 
